Testicular dysfunction is responsible for low sperm quality in Belgian Blue bulls.
In a previous study, we demonstrated that Belgian Blue (BB) bulls have a higher prevalence of small scrota and poorer semen morphology compared to the Holstein Friesian (HF) breed in Belgium. The present study tested the hypothesis that the underlying reason for these BB traits negative to fertility was testicular degeneration, associated with an eventual hypoplastic background. At culling, sperm quality and testicular histology of BB bulls were assessed and compared to that of HF bulls. Besides semen quality being generally poorer in the BB breed, significantly more degenerative changes were encountered in BB compared to HF testicles (degeneration index: 37.7+/-11.9 versus 29.3+/-9.9 for BB and HF bulls, respectively; P=0.053). These results correlated to the percentage of normal spermatozoa (r=-0.44; P=0.024) and primary abnormalities (r=0.38; P=0.053). Moreover, the relative amount of collagen fibers present in the testicular interstitial connective tissue was correlated with % normal sperm (r=-0.47; P=0.017), primary defects (0.48; P=0.014), and the degeneration results (r=0.63; P<0.001). The % testicular interstitial collagen fibers differed significantly between breeds (10.6+/-4.0% for the BB versus 7.6+/-1.9% for the HF bulls; P=0.016). This increased amount of connective tissue in BB testes might hypothetically be responsible for the poorer sperm quality. This condition can be defined as a mild form of testicular hypoplasia, and might, in turn, be responsible for the higher sensitivity to testicular degeneration, which is encountered in the BB breed.